Eriugena's Use of Byzantine Biblical Exegesis in his Commentary on the Fourth Gospel by Batovici, Dan
Papers from the First and Second Postgraduate 
Forums in Byzantine Studies: 
Sailing to Byzantium 
 
 
 
Edited by 
 
Savvas Neocleous 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Papers from the First and Second Postgraduate Forums in Byzantine Studies: Sailing to Byzantium, 
Edited by Savvas Neocleous 
 
This book first published 2009  
 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
 
12 Back Chapman Street, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE6 2XX, UK 
 
 
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 
 
 
Copyright © 2009 by Savvas Neocleous and contributors 
 
All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner. 
 
ISBN (10): 1-4438-1102-5, ISBN (13): 978-1-4438-1102-6 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
List of Figures..........................................................................................................ix 
 
List of Tables................................................................................................ ...........xi 
 
Acknowledgments.................................................................................................xiii 
 
Introduction................................................................................. ..............................1 
Savvas Neocleous  
 
Part I: History and Historiography 
 
Byzantium and Jerusalem, 813-975: From Indifference to Intervention..................7 
Konstantinos Ikonomopoulos 
  
Is the Contemporary Latin Historiography of the First Crusade and Its  
Aftermath “Anti-Byzantine”?.................................................................................27 
Savvas Neocleous 
 
Anti-Byzantine Polemic in the Dei Gesta per Francos of Guibert, Abbot 
of Nogent-Sous-Coucy............................................................................................53 
Léan Ní Chléirigh 
 
Part II: Theology 
 
Anianus  Celedensis  Translator  of  John  Chrysostom’s  Homilies  on  
Matthew: A Pelagian Interpretation?......................................................................77 
Emilio Bonfiglio 
 
Eriugena’s Use of Byzantine Biblical Exegesis in His Commentary on  
the Fourth Gospel..................................................................................................105 
Dan Batovici 
 
Part III: Philology and Literature 
 
The Florilegium Coislinianum and Byzantine Encyclopaedism..........................127 
Tomás Fernández 
 
viii Table of Contents 
 
The Circulation of Poetry in Eleventh-Century Byzantium..................................145 
Floris Bernard 
 
Part IV: Politics and Rhetoric  
 
Advice and Praise for the Ruler: Making Political Strategies in Manuel II  
Palaiologos’s Dialogue on Marriage....................................................................163 
Florin Leonte 
 
Part V: History of Art and Cult 
 
Christ and the Angelic Tetramorphs: The Meaning of the Eighth-Century 
Apsidal Conch at Santa Maria Antiqua in Rome..................................................183 
Eileen Rubery 
 
“Frankish” or “Byzantine” Saint? The Origins of the Cult of Saint Martin 
in Dalmatia............................................................................................................221 
Trpimir Vedriš 
 
Contributors...........................................................................................................251 
 
Index......................................................................................................................253 
 
 
 
ERIUGENA‘S USE OF 
BYZANTINE BIBLICAL EXEGESIS 
IN HIS COMMENTARY ON 
THE FOURTH GOSPEL 
 
DAN BATOVICI 
 
 
 
The present paper is an inquiry into the Greek sources of Eriugena‘s 
Commentary on the Gospel of John. Its intention is to throw some light on 
Johannes Scottus Eriugena‘s use of the Byzantine biblical exegesis in his exegesis 
of the Fourth Gospel. It is well known now that he was rather particular in his 
milieu, as he knew, translated and made use of important Greek authors: Pseudo-
Dionysius, Gregory of Nazianzus and Maximus the Confessor are cited at length 
along with Ambrose and Augustine in his Commentary on the Gospel of John.
1
 
It would be appropriate to begin by saying that there are three authors Eriugena 
mainly uses as sources in this Commentary, though he does not always indicate it 
in the text: Augustine, Pseudo-Dionysius, and Maximus the Confessor.
2
 Of interest 
here are the two Greek authorities, and, in addition to them, Gregory of Nazianzus. 
The question of Eriugena‘s Greek sources has not been neglected by 
Eriugenian scholarship.
3
 Yet, the underlying question of this paper is: how is a 
                                                 
1 Philippe Chevalier, ed., Dionysiaca. Recueil donant l‗ensemble des traductions latines des 
ouvrages attribués au Denys de l‘Areopage, vol. 1 (Bruges: Desclée de Brouwer, 1937), 
vol. 2 (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1950); Édouard Jeauneau, ed., Maximi Confessoris 
Ambigua ad Iohannem iuxta Iohannis Scotti Eriugenae Latinam Interpretationem, Corpus 
Christianorum. Series Graeca, 18 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1988); Maximi Confessoris 
Quaestiones ad Thalassium una cum Latina Interpretatione Iohannis Scotti Eriugenae iuxta 
posita, eds Carl Laga and Carlos Steel, Corpus Christianorum. Series Graeca, 7 (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1980), 22 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1990); ―Le ‗De imagine‘ de Grégoire de Nysse 
traduit par Jean Scot Erigène,‖ ed. M. Cappuyns, Recherches de théologie ancienne et 
médiévale 32 (1965): 205-62. 
2 Édouard Jeauneau, introduction to Commentaire sur l‘Evangile de Jean, by Jean Scot, 
Sources chrétiennes, 180 (Paris: Cerf, 1972) 26. The Latin text of the Johaninne 
commentary used in this article is from  Jeauneau‘s edition: Jean Scot, Commentaire sur 
l‘Evangile de Jean, ed. and trans. Édouard Jeauneau, Sources chrétiennes, 180 (Paris: Cerf, 
1972). 
3 An extended bibliography on the topic is accompanying this article. 
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specific citation from a Greek authority being used when commenting on a specific 
Johannine place? In order to achieve this, three relevant citations or allusions from 
Pseudo-Dionysius and Maximus as well as two from Gregory will be analysed in 
both the original and the Eriugenian context. Before that, a very brief account of 
the perspectives on both Eriugenian biblical exegesis and his use of the Greek 
Fathers in past scholarship is to be presented. Defined as such, the analysis might 
ease the understanding of the particularities of Eriugena‘s use of Byzantine sources 
as well as the understanding of some features of Eriugena‘s biblical exegesis itself. 
 
 
I. Chapters from the History of Research 
 
 
a. Eriugena’s Biblical Exegesis 
 
Perhaps one of the most influential presentations of the character of Eriugena‘s 
bible exegesis
4
 in previous scholarship was that of M. Cappuiyns, first published in 
1933: the quest to find the truth, a pursuit common to many other Carolingian 
authors,
5
 has, in Eriugena‘s case, two sources: ―l‘Ecriture et la création visibile.‖6 
Of the two, the latter leads to Eriugena‘s system of nature. Scripture, on the other 
hand, encloses truth, and all natural investigations should start from it: Sanctae 
siquidem Scripturae in omnibus sequenda est auctoritas, quoniam in ea veluti 
quibusdam suis secretis sedibus veritas possidet;
7
 in the same way it contains 
human knowledge as a whole, including the liberal arts.
8
 
As far as the interpretation of Scripture and the Pauline distinction separating 
letter from spirit are concerned, the two can be superimposed and cumulated.
9
 Yet 
the literal level is not devalued by Eriugena, even though they are still clearly 
                                                 
4 We do have a major resource for the study of Eriugena‘s biblical exegesis in Gerd van Riel 
et al., eds, Iohannes Scottus Eriugena. The Bible and Hermeneutics. Proceedings of the 
Ninth International Colloquium of the Society for the Promotion of Eriugenian Studies held 
at Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve, June 7-10, 1995 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 
1996). Further references can be found in the bibliography at the end of the present article. 
5 Dom Maïeul Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigène, sa vie, son oeuvre, sa pensée (Bruxelles: 
Culture et Civilisation, 1969), 274. 
6 Ibid., 276. 
7 Ibid., 279. Johannes Scottus Eriugena, Periphyseon, Liber Primus,  ed. Édouard Jeauneau, 
Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis 161 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1996), 92. 
8 Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigène, 278. 
9 Ibid., 294. 
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separated and the allegorical level obviously preferred.
10
 Even though the 
historical reading of the Scripture is by no means set aside, the accent stays on the 
spiritual exegesis.
11
 
In his important study, T. Gregory
12
 dwelt on the relation between vallis 
historiae and the vertex montis theologiae in Eriugena‘s biblical exegesis. They are 
the extremes between which the theoria as the theological and philosophical 
discourse develops itself.
13
 He points out that with Eriugena we are far from 
simply seeking the signification of the letter: the proper image would be one in 
which the words of Scripture as the words of God,
14
 in a Pseudo-Dionysian line, 
fill the world with symbols that are interpretable but constitute the intelligible 
reality.
15
 Gregory‘s significant outline is that, for Eriugena, the understanding of 
Scripture starts the Neo-Platonist return of the human nature into its primordial 
state. In that, Eriugena‘s biblical exegesis corresponds completely to his system of 
nature.
16
 
Finally, a closer look at the spiritual part of Eriugena‘s biblical exegesis can be 
found in a 1996 article by B. McGinn.
17
 His stance is that the most important 
                                                 
10 According to Cappuyns, Eriugena is following here Maximus the Confessor and the 
meaning relates less to faith or everyday life than to a metaphysical meaning. Ibid., 295-6. 
11 Pages 197-302 of Cappuyns‘s book describe the way Eriugena adapted the Platonic 
scheme of sciences to the interpretation of Scripture: superposed to the historical level there 
is ἐθική above which there is the naturalis sciencia, φυσική and above them both there is 
the highest contemplation, θεολογική: ―Ils résument la varietas theoriae sacrae 
Scripturae‖ (page 298). The first above the historical level is moralis inteligentia, the 
second corresponds to what proceeds from the primordial causes, while the third, 
contemplation of theology, refers to the eternal and immutable things, the cause of all 
causes, that being the highest level that can be reached. 
12 Tullio Gregory, Giovanni Scoto Eriugena. Tre studi (Firenze: Felice le Monnier, 1963), 
58-82. 
13 Ibid., 62. 
14 Cf. Jean Scot, Commentaire sur l‘Evangile de Jean, ed. and trans. Édouard Jeauneau, 
Sources chrétiennes, 180 (Paris: Cerf, 1972), 272. 
15 Gregory notes that Eriugena‘s exegesis is to be linked to the Dionysian ἀναγωγή  ―che 
applica alla comprensione della Scrittura il processo platonico di ascesa al mondo ideale,‖ 
within which the spiritual meaning describes the return to one, analitica, towards 
deification. Ibid., 67. 
16 Ibid., 75: ―intendere lo ‗spirito‘ della lettera e la ‗ratio‘ della creatura è il primo momento 
di ogni speculazione teologica‖. 
17 Bernard McGinn, ―The Originality of Eriugena‘s Spiritual Exegesis,‖ in Iohannes Scottus 
Eriugena. The Bible and Hermeneutics. Proceedings of the Ninth International Colloquium 
of the Society for the Promotion of Eriugenian Studies held at Leuven and Louvain-la-
Neuve, June 7-10, 1995, eds Gerd van Riel et al. (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1996), 
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feature of Eriugena‘s treatment of the two poles of the exegesis–historical and 
spiritual–under the authority of vera ratio has the particularity that the latter is 
understood mainly under the apophatical imperative.
18
 This is reflected in his 
distinction between mysterium as allegoria facti et dicti and symbolum as allegoria 
dicti sed non facti developed in the Commentary on the Gospel of John 6:5-6.
19
 
While a mysterium describes an event on the historical level, a symbolum may well 
lead recta ratio apophatically towards a spiritual meaning that simply contradicts 
the history, providing therefore a criterion for the understanding of the latter.
20
  
 
 
b. The Byzantine Sources 
 
The general frame to Eriugena‘s treatment of the Greek sources21 is again set 
by Cappuyns‘s study. The latter begins his presentation of the Fathers‘ authority 
from a recurrent Eriugenian phrase: veris rationibus sanctorumque Patrum 
auctoritate.
22
 The particularity of his perspective comes from the fact that 
Eriugena considers that the authority of the Fathers balances the faculty of ratio in 
searching for the truth. Cappuyns identifies and describes Eriugena‘s endeavour to 
justify and therefore analyse the value and limits of the tradition and authority of 
the Patristic authors.
23
 
First, when confronting the rather different accounts of the Fathers on specific 
matters, Eriugena chooses not to compare but simply present them together one 
after another.
24
 Secondly, on the one hand, the diversity of opinion parallels the 
multiple meanings of Scripture; on the other hand, and closer to Eriugena‘s 
                                                                                                                
55-80. The article contains also a brief but very instructive account of the development of 
the intelligentia spiritualis in the Christian tradition up to Eriugena. Ibid., 56-61. 
18 Ibid., 61. 
19 Jean Scot, Commentaire, 352-66. 
20 Ibid., 66. Furthermore, mysteria point to ―the fallen world of temporal process‖ while 
symbola to the primordial causes of the Eriugenian system. Ibid., 67. 
21 There are two major resources studying Eriugena‘s relation to his sources: W. 
Beierwaltes, ed., Eriugena. Studien zu seinen Quellen. Vorträge des III. Internationalen 
Eriugena-Colloquiums. Freiburg im Breisgau, 27-30. August 1979 (Heidelberg: Carl 
Winter, 1980); B. McGinn and W. Otten, eds, Eriugena: East and West. Papers of the 
Eighth International Colloquium of the society for the Promotion of Eriugenian Studies. 
Chicago and Notre Dame 18-20 October 1991 (Notre Dame, London: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1994). Further references on the treatment of the Byzantine sources can be 
found in the bibliography at the end of the present article. 
22 Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigène, 281. 
23 Ibid., 283. 
24 Ibid., 284-5. 
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method, the diversity is due to different depths of understanding that ultimately 
complete and clarify each other.
25
 Thirdly, in the ratio-auctoritas couple, vera 
ratio precedes authority—which itself is based on the former—with the result that 
ratio should be sought even if against an authority. Nevertheless, this is not to 
lower the Fathers but to ease building a hierarchy among their views.
26
 
The question of the use and importance of Byzantine sources has benefited 
from a large amount of scholarship, and the conclusions seem to agree on the 
essentials, differing mainly in emphasis. Several works describe the relevance of 
particular Greek and Latin sources for different aspects of Eriugenian doctrines. 
Firstly, E. Gilson noticed that Eriugena wrote in Latin while regularly thinking in 
Greek, a phrase that is often repeated.
27
 In a study on the use of Augustine by 
Eriugena, B. Stock concludes that ―he was an author who read both the Greeks and 
the Latins and thought for himself.‖28  
In a different approach and a very short paper on Eriugena‘s treatment of the 
Pseudo-Dionysius, I.-P. Sheldon Williams notices that ―in interpreting the Ps.-
Dionysius Eriugena often, consciously or unconsciously, adapts his author‘s 
meaning to harmonise with his own teaching.‖29 ―Unconscious adaptations‖ are 
scribal mistakes in the codex Eriugena used–mistakes that we can trace today–
which would fit his doctrine even if, as mistakes, they departed from the genuine 
Dionysian intention. ―Conscious adaptations,‖ on the other hand, are Eriugenian 
interpretations of the Dionysian texts that differ from the original in one of the 
following ways: deliberate mistranslations, tacit adjustment of meaning, and 
situations where Eriugena will ―give the Dionysian text an interpretation which it 
[the Dionysian text] could support but which was almost certainly not intended.‖30 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
25 Ibid., 285-6. 
26 Ibid., 288-90. The authority of the Fathers is auctoritas humana, unlike that of the 
Scripture.  
27 E. Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (London: Random House, 
1955), 121. 
28 Brian Stock, ―Observations on the Use of Augustine by Johannes Scottus Eriugena,‖ 
Harvard Theological Review 60 (1967): 220. 
29 I. P. Sheldon-Williams, ―Eriugena's Interpretation of the Ps.-Dionysius,‖ in Studia 
Patristica, Vol. XII. Papers Presented to the Sixth International Conference on Patristic 
Studies held in Oxford 1971. Part I. Inaugural Lecture, Editiones, Critica, Philologica, 
Biblica, Historica, ed. Elizabeth A. Livingstone (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1975), 151-4. 
30 Ibid., 151. 
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II. The Treatment of Greek Sources in the Commentarius 
 
 
a. Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite 
 
i. Briefly, the Eriugenian encounter with Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite–as 
we know of it–consists in Eriugena‘s effort to translate in Latin all his treatises and 
epistles. Another important work is Eriugena‘s commentary on the Celestial 
hierarchy from the Dionysian corpus.
31
 
In the work we are examining here, the first mention of Dionysius is to be 
found in Eriugena‘s comment on John 1:17.32 This is the penultimate verse of the 
Johannine prologue. It asserts that the ―Law (lex) has been given through Moses‖ 
while ―grace and truth (gratia et veritas) came through Jesus Christ‖. These three 
terms are at first acknowledged as establishing a pair—with the law on the one 
hand, grace and truth on the other—as the first is ascribed to Moses and the other 
two to Christ. Simplified, this would point to the relationship between the Old and 
the New Testament. From here, Eriugena goes on to use the three terms as an 
ascendant triad that introduces three hierarchies. The triad begins—at its lower 
end—with the Law as the hierarchy hidden in the mysteries of the Old Testament, 
continues with Grace as the middle hierarchy, through which the first one is 
revealed within the New Testament, and concludes—at its top—with the Truth as 
the celestial hierarchy of the eschatological contemplation of truth. 
Here, Eriugena‘s allegorical exegesis of John 1:17 follows two steps. In the 
first one, as expected, Moses and the Law (lex) are the figure for the literal and 
historical level of the Scriptures, while Grace and Truth are the figures for the 
spiritual fulfillment of the literal level. While the first step is at hand and is present 
in the Johannine text itself, the second one is quite far from it—unless the simple 
juxtaposition of gratia and veritas would suggest such ascension—and is due, as 
Eriugena declares in the Commentary,
33
 to his reading of Dionysius the Pseudo-
Areopagite. 
Most likely, the text Eriugena invites us to read for its relevance to the three 
terms of John 1:17 is the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy that he had translated into 
                                                 
31 Goulven Madec, ed., Expositiones in Ierarchiam coelestem, Corpus Christianorum. 
Continuatio Mediaevalis 50 (Brepols: Turnhout, 1978). 
32 All English citations to John—as well as the Greek ones—are taken from Greek-English 
New Testament, ed. Barbara Aland et al. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1998). 
33 Jean Scot, Commentaire,114-15. 
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Latin.
34
 In Dionysius‘ text, at chapter V, paragraph 2, we can find the three 
hierarchies Eriugena is mentioning. The ends of the triad match in both authors: at 
Dionysius, the Law (νόμος here) too has ―veiled truth with obscure imagery‖—but 
the Greek text has actually truths, in the plural (τῶν ἀληθῶν) while Moses 
―depicted […] the institutions of the hierarchy of law‖ (εἰσαγωγικῶς 
ἱερογραφῶν τὴν κατὰ νόμον ἱεραρχίαν). Again, at the utmost level there is ―a 
most completely immaterial conception of God and of the things divine.‖ 35 
Yet, in Dionysius‘ text, the middle term, the in-between realm, is not, as in 
Eriugena‘s interpretation, the Grace of the New Testament, but explicitly the 
ecclesial institution and its works, the Church which, through its sacraments, takes 
part in both other two hierarchies. It should be mentioned in addition that 
Dionysius‘s triad is not structured in relation to the three terms Eriugena starts his 
interpretation with. Grace, χάρις, is not mentioned at all in this paragraph, while 
truth, ἀλήθεια, is not employed in describing the celestial hierarchy in chapter V, 
paragraph 2 of the Dionysian work. In fact there is no intention to quote John in 
this fragment. Eriugena‘s use of Dionysius‘s triad is however consistent with his 
introduction to his Latin translation of the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy.
36
 
Now we have observed that the middle term, the second hierarchy of the triad, 
is the Grace of the New Testament for Eriugena. In the Dionysian work, on the 
other hand, the ecclesiastical officium is holding that place as the middle part 
communicating with both of the other two through the symbols involved in the 
officium.  
However, the difference seems to be not so much an inaccuracy as probably an 
interpretation from Eriugena‘s part of the Greek text that he actually knew well. In 
support of this statement is the way he subsequently defines the middle hierarchy: 
it is similar to the Dionysian middle hierarchy, or at least it is intended as being 
similar, to say the least. In the commentary on John 1:28 Eriugena divides the 
middle realm in three distinct hierarchies: baptism, the synaxis, and the ointment. 
The corresponding text is to be found in the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, and the 
corresponding hierarchies are based on the following three functions: the cleansing 
of the one who comes to believe, the illumination of the believer and, at the top 
level, the perfection of the faith. This is fairly similar to the three eriugenian 
hierarchies of the middle hierarchy of the main triad, but it also presents a 
                                                 
34 Patrologia Graeca 3:369-584. The translation by Eriugena is found in Patrologia Latina 
122:1069-1112. 
35 All three citations are from Pseudo-Dionysius, The Complete Works, transs Colm 
Luibheid and Paul Rorem (New York: Paulist Press, 1987), 234. 
36 Patrologia Latina 122:1033-4. Cf. Jean Scot, Commentaire, n. 13, 114. 
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difference: baptism corresponds to the first and the second functions—cleansing 
and illumination—just as the synaxis—the liturgy—and the ointment correspond 
both to the illumination and to the perfection of faith. We could at least conclude 
that in Eriugena the New Testament is an allegory of the ecclesial officium. 
It is not without relevance for Eriugena‘s exegetical method to recall the 
Johannine verse from which Eriugena begins and proceeds to describe the three 
hierarchies forming the middle hierarchy of the main triad. It is the simple 
statement at John 1:28: ―This took place in Bethany beyond the Jordan, where 
John was baptising.‖ Eriugena‘s allegorical interpretation begins with matching 
this verse with the main triad of hierarchies: that of the Law, of the New 
Testament, and of the unveiled contemplation of the truth. Bethany stands for the 
Law, and we should point out that what makes it stand for the Law is precisely the 
long distance from Bethany to Jerusalem. Bethany, being remote from Jerusalem, 
is the typos for Jerusalem. Meanwhile, Jerusalem itself—which is not present in 
the Johannine verse, but is suggested in this verse according to Eriugena‘s 
interpretation—is the typos for the celestial Jerusalem, as its name is translated as 
―vision of peace‖. It forms the third hierarchy. The baptising John is the typos for 
the Grace of the New Testament and from here Eriugena goes on to describe the 
three hierarchies composing the middle hierarchy of the New Testament that has 
been presented above.
37
 
Eriugena‘s interpretation obviously departs to a certain extent from the 
interpreted text as the allegorical method aims to explain a text by going as far as 
possible. In this case, the exegesis is the gathering of cultural and spiritual 
references. On the other hand, the Greek author is used extensively and followed 
in spiritus even though not always in litera. It is perhaps not an exaggeration to 
say that Eriugena is treating his source—to a certain extent—allegorically. 
 
ii. One last fragment mentioning Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite as such in 
Eriugena‘s Commentary on the Fourth Gospel is the exegesis of John 3:5, the 
response to Nicodemus‘s misunderstanding: ―unless one is born of water and the 
Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.‖ To Eriugena, the water mentioned in 
John 3:5 is plainly baptism. And—on a first step—the spirit mentioned here is 
interpreted as pointing to the Third Person of the Trinity. 
But—on the second step now—the exegesis continues rather differently on this 
topic. According to Eriugena‘s reading, one must at the same time receive the 
―visible‖ part of the symbol of baptism—aqua—and perceive the full meaning of 
this very same symbol—spiritus—in order to see and thus enter the Kingdom of 
                                                 
37 Jean Scot, Commentaire, 162-3. 
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God.
38
 At this point, far from denoting, as we have seen before, the Holy Spirit, 
spiritus is to a certain extent opposed to aqua as litera would be opposed to 
spiritus in any other allegorical interpretation.
39
 
Eriugena eventually invites us to further reading on baptism in Dionysius‘s 
Celestial Hierarchy. It seems likely that the text intended as a reference in this 
invitation is the second chapter of Dionysius‘s book.40 Here, in the first paragraph, 
the Greek author names and proceeds to explain the acting of baptism as the 
symbol of the birth from God (τῆς θεογενεσίας σύμβολα); the symbol therefore 
is here as well among perceivable things and its meaning—beyond all perceivable 
things—is the knowledge of God, which is only accessible through baptism. As we 
can read later on, ―the one who has not had the godly birth will not know nor work 
the teachings of God.‖41 
As a short evaluation, both Eriugena and Dionysius call baptism a symbol. 
Now symbol is a technical term in Eriugena‘s exegesis and is subsequently defined 
in this very same Commentary as opposed to another technical term, namely 
mysterium. In the fragment commenting on John 6:14, we learn that mysterium 
denotes a scriptural topic that would fall under the title facti et dicti—namely 
historical facts present in scriptural sayings, while symbolum denotes those under 
the title non facti et dicti—only sayings. Mysteria are therefore, among other 
examples, the mystical tent, and the circumcision and—against what was said 
before—baptism, while symbola are, for example, all the parables in the New 
Testament: they never happened but were said and written, and are meaningful. 
The French editor of the Commentary simply reports the use of symbolum for 
baptism as being one simple derogation from Eriugena‘s own explicit rule of 
exegesis.
42
 It is perhaps only reasonable to note that he easily went against his own 
terminology when drawing on Dionysian parallel passages because he was 
following the Greek authority‘s terminology. That is by no means inconsistent 
with Eriugena‘s loose use of the Greek sources, as we have already seen. 
Let us outline for now that he developed two different interpretations from two 
different starting points: spiritus as the Holly Spirit and spiritus as the spiritual 
                                                 
38 Ac si aperte dixisset: Nisi quis symbolum baptismatis acceperit visibiliter, et spiritum—id 
est intellectum ipsius symboli—non perceperit, non potest introire in regnum Dei. 
39 Jean Scot, Commentaire,180, n. 3, 209. 
40 Patrologia  Graeca 3:392-404; Patrologia Latina 122:1074-9. 
41 Patrologia  Graeca 3:392-404: Εἰ γὰρ τὸ εἶναι θείως ἐστὶν ἡ θεία γέννησις οὐ μή 
ποτέ τι γνοίη τῶν θεοπαραδότων οὔτε μὴν ἐνεργήσειεν ὁ μηδὲ τὸ ὑπάρχειν 
ἐνθέως ἐσχηκώς. 
42 Jean Scot, Commentaire, n. 1, 399 
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meaning of the symbol that baptism represents. And also that here Eriugena 
decided for Dionysian terminology against his own explicit terminology. 
 
iii. Another explicit and extended use of Dionysius is to be found in the 
exegesis of the first part of the next Johannine verse, which is the last verse of the 
Prologue, John 1:18a:
43
 ―No one has ever seen God.‖ Eriugena‘s explanation of 
this verse is essentially the following: no one has ever seen the substance of God—
or, for that matter the substance of the consubstantial spirit—since his nature 
remains ―invisible‖ (invisibilis) and outside the grasp of our ―knowledge‖ 
(incognitus). Consequently, Eriugena widens this to include the whole Trinity: no 
one has ever seen the essence and the substance unius trinitati. 
They all saw a mere image, their epiphany, or, as Eriugena has it, their 
theophany. And theophaniae autem sunt omnes creaturae uisibiles et inuisibiles, 
per quas deus–et in quibus–saepe apparuit. (―Theophanies are all the creatures 
visible or invisible through which and in which God often appeared‖). All these 
points have Dionysian sources or parallels. The notion of theophany derives from 
Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite where it has extensive use
44
 as a technical term 
not always related to John 1:18. The third part of chapter IV of the Celestial 
Hierarchy seems however to be dedicated to John 1:18a and to other biblical 
fragments which mention humans ―seeing‖ God. Here, theophany is understood as 
a gradual revealing which consists in a shaped resemblance of the unshaped 
realities (ἐν μορφώσει τῶν ἀμορφώτων ὁμοίωσιν).45 It is a proportionate 
revelation in accordance with the strength of the one subjected to revelation. 
 
 
b. Maximus the Confessor 
 
We should begin exploring Eriugena‘s use of Maximus the Confessor‘s works 
by saying that he also may well be considered as one of Eriugena‘s sources for the 
establishment of the meaning of theophania, since Eriugena is referring to 
Maximus‘s authority in explaining it in his most influential work, the 
Periphyseon.
46
 
                                                 
43 Ibid., 114-27. 
44 A list of Dionysian occurrences of θεοφάνεια can be found in Jean Scot, Commentaire, 
n. 15, 124-5. 
45 Denys l‘Aréopagite, La hiérarchie céleste, Sources chrétiennes, 58 (Paris: Cerf, 1958), 
97. 
46 Eriugena, Periphyseon, Liber Primus, 12-13. Cf. Jean Scot, Commentaire, n. 15, 124. 
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Again briefly, the encounter with Maximus the Confessor is actually the 
profound understanding that comes—at least in Eriugena‘s case—from the 
translation into Latin of the First Ambigua and of the Questiones ad Thalassium. 
 
i. In the Commentary on the Gospel of John, Eriugena mentions Maximus 
twice. Among the unquoted uses of Maximian texts, we should mention the use of 
the distinction between incarnatio and inhumanatio as a Christological distinction. 
The exegesis of the same verse 1:18 uses successively both incarnatio and 
inhumanatio in the same phrase, apparently with the same meaning: it is the reason 
and means by which God becomes known to humans—and to angels for that 
matter—in Christ. 
But one of the possible parallel texts in Maximus, Ambigua 31, uses the Greek 
equivalents evidently in completing each other increasingly,
47
 and the Eriugenian 
Latin translation of Ambigua 31 reflects this as well.
48
 With this in mind, it is 
possible to perceive the same intention in the commentary on John 1:18 also. 
Eriugena employs here the distinction based on the authority of Maximus, and 
therefore most likely intends to assume the full meaning of the source text without 
the need for further explications. 
 
ii. Yet, the first mention of Maximus in the Commentary is to be found in the 
exegesis of John 1:27. The Johannine verse depicts the testimony of John the 
Baptist to the envoys of the Pharisees, and the aspect relevant to this quotation is 
the anteriority of Jesus to John that appears in the Latin text—qui ante me factus 
est: ―he who comes after me, he has been made before me.‖ Eriugena‘s initial 
interpretation is doubled with a reference to Maximus‘s interpretation of John the 
Baptist in Ambigua 21.
49
 John is the figure (figura) for penitence (poenitentia) 
while Christ that of justitia (figuram iustitiae). From here, Eriugena depicts John 
as the figure for the fallen humanity preaching and doing penance, striving 
therefore to achieve the previous state of eternal justice (ad aeternae justitiae 
statum), whose typos is Christ. The anteriority of Jesus to John allegorically 
symbolises the anteriority of the humanity in Paradise (in paradiso) to its fall 
and—now, with John—to its endeavors towards redemption. 
The Greek text of Maximus differs to a certain extent in intention from 
Eriugena‘s presentation. The obvious intention in Maximus‘s text—as far as John 
                                                 
47 Patrologia Graeca 91:1276: τὴν ἀληθινὴν τοῦ θεοῦ σάρκωσιν καὶ τελείαν 
ἐνανθρώπησιν. Cf. Jean Scot, Commentaire, n. 3, 117-18. 
48 Vera dei incarnationem et perfectam inhumanitatem, Jean Scot, Commentaire, n. 3, 118. 
49 Patrologia Graeca 91:1244. Both Greek text and Eriugena‘s Latin translations are offered 
in Jean Scot, Commentaire, n. 3, 150-1. 
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the Baptist is concerned—is to show how an allegorising interpretation might 
allow putting together historical facts otherwise not quite at hand to be put 
together. And the example Maximus uses to illustrate this is the Precursor quality 
of John the Baptist, among his other qualities: historically he could not have come 
before Christ simply because all creation—including John the Baptist—was made 
in and through him. Yet allegorically he might just be the Precursor—as he came 
before the dispensatio or, with the Greek word, οἰκονομία—in the same way he is 
the voice of the divine word, and the typos of penitence pointing at the justice
50
 
that was before the fall, i.e. before the penitence was even necessary. 
We may well see here, in Eriugena‘s option to pick the penitential allegory 
from the larger Maximian list of examples, the harmonisation with an important 
point of his philosophical doctrine: in the last movement, within the fourth division 
of nature, human nature will return to the pristine state that was before the fall. 
 
iii. One last passage we will present here is the second part—out of three—of 
the commentary on John 1:29—ecce qui tollit peccatum mundi—which is actually 
a paraphrase of a Maximian passage from Ambigua 47.
51
 It is perhaps instructive 
to see what is Maximian and what Eriugenian in this passage from the 
Commentary on John. Fortunately enough the French editor of this Commentary in 
the series Sources chrétiennes also edited in an appendix to his volume both the 
Greek text of Maximus‘s Ambigua 47 and Eriugena‘s Latin translation of it on the 
facing pages. 
The purpose of the Maximian passage is to describe progressive spiritual steps. 
And the perspective is that of the cross: every believer in Christ is spiritually 
crucifying himself or herself along with Christ, according to his or her strength 
(δύναμιν) and virtue (ἀρετῆς). 
Then a list follows, starting with the believer who, being crucified only from 
the sin, has overcome it. In Maximus, there are steps in this and these are spiritual 
steps. Believers get to crucify and renounce a lot of things starting with the sin, the 
passions, the representation of the passions, then all thoughts related to passions, 
and so on up to the one who is renouncing the thinking itself. Getting now to 
another level, Maximus mentions those who renounce the practical philosophy for 
the contemplation in Spirit, followed by those who relinquish the contemplation in 
Spirit for the simple theological knowledge. Finally, there are those believers who 
renounce even the simple theological science for the negation of all things. These 
steps are steps of spiritual illumination. 
                                                 
50 Patrologia Graeca 91:1244. 
51 Jean Scot, Commentaire, n. 1, 178-9. 
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All examples present in Eriugena are taken from the Maximian list to the 
extent that it can be said it is a ―mosaic in which the fragments of Maximus are 
still identifiable but are strongly mixed with Eriugenian prose.‖52 Eriugena names 
each example of the mystical crucifixion of the believer and develops its meaning. 
Yet again, while for Maximus these spiritual steps develop a hierarchical picture of 
the spiritual illumination, for Eriugena all these spiritual steps are, to a certain 
extent, levels of knowledge.
53
 The gain here is not so much in spiritual than in 
intellectual achievement. 
In Maximus, knowledge is set aside, and in one of the levels of the believer‘s 
―crucifixion‖ knowledge is even renounced just as passions were earlier. In 
Eriugena‘s text there is an emphasis on the growth of knowledge. Maximus‘s 
statement is that the strength (δύναμιν) and virtue (ἀρετῆς) of the believer 
determines the quality and the ―level‖ of mystical crucifixion. Eriugena, on the 
other hand—translating both Greek terms δύναμιν and ἀρετῆς by the same Latin 
term, virtus
54—adds to Maximus‘ statement saying that the increase of virtues 
determines an increase of intelligences (augmenta intellegentiarum), aiming to 
ever higher theophanies, towards the true knowledge of Christ (ad veram eius 
notitiam perveniant). It is again a case of using an authority‘s statement by 
attaching it, transformed, into his system. 
 
 
c. Gregory of Nazianzus 
 
Finally, there are in the Eriugenian exegesis on John a number of fragments 
that most likely have as sources texts of Gregory of Nazianzus. I will present here 
the two Gregorian occurrences in the commentary on the verses 1 and 3 of John 3. 
i. In the first fragment, the interpretation rooted in Gregory‘s text presents 
Nicodemus as a nocturnal disciple: although those like him have perfected belief, 
they lack the light of perfected works. Their faith is therefore strong but devoid of 
the heavenly counterpart of faith: the light. Furthermore, they are content to simply 
meet Jesus without having bonorum operum fiduciam, mostly because they are 
afraid of their own carnal thoughts and deeds—as opposed to the spiritual ones—
symbolised here by the Jews whom Nicodemus is hiding from by coming at 
night.
55
 
                                                 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid., n. 7, 182. 
54 Ibid., n. 2, 179. 
55 Ibid., 200: Iuxta uero Gregorium theologum Nicodimus ueluti quidam nocturnus 
discipulus accipitur, conformans eos qui perfectissime in christum credunt ita ut nihil de 
118 Dan Batovici   
 
  
The source for this understanding is Gregory‘s paschal Oratio 45, In sanctum 
Pascha, 24.
56
 At first, Eriugena seems to quote it directly, but then continues the 
interpretation from Maximus‘s quote of Gregory in his Ambigua 55.57 Important 
here is that in Maximus‘s text the perspective is somehow inverse: Nicodemus‘s 
faith is not flawless, but be that as it may, it would benefit him. In Gregory‘s text 
this is taken a step further, as Nicodemus is a mere entry in a list of pieces of 
advice for different kinds of believers: if one is a nocturnal believer such as 
Nicodemus, he should do his part just as the latter did before Jesus‘s burial, 
bringing myrrh:
58
 every believer has his place. It may be noted that in Eriugena‘s 
text the accent is placed on the fact that Nicodemus‘s belief is unfulfilled. 
ii. In the commentary on John 3:3 Gregory is again mentioned as a source 
when Eriugena defines four levels of birthing. He proceeds to elaborate: the first, a 
natural one which can be found in Genesis; the second, out of sin, has as a result 
the differentiation of sexes; the third, out of the Saviour‘s grace and secundum 
spiritum, is the one mentioned to Nicodemus, the one that sets in motion the return 
of human nature to its initial state before the fall; the fourth is the general 
resurrection at the end of days.
59
 
                                                                                                                
integritate catholicae fidei eos lateat, luce tamen perfectorum operum carent; timentes 
carnalium suarum cogitationum et actionum–ueluti infidelium iudaeorum–impetum atque 
inuidiam, sola fide colloquio christi fruuntur, bonorum operum fiduciam non habentes. 
56 Ibid., n. 4, 200; Patrologia Graeca 36:656. 
57 Patrologia Graeca 91:1377. Jean Scot, Commentaire, n. 4, 200.  
58 Patrologia Graeca 36:656: Κἄν Νικόδημος ᾖς ὁ νυκτερινὸς θεοσέβης μύροις αὐτὸν 
ἐνταφίασον. 
59 Jean Scot, Commentaire, 180, 204-6: Gregorius autem theologus quatuor natiuitates 
astruit, quas etiam dominus noster Iesus christus pro salute [0315C] humanae naturae 
subiisse dignatus est. Quarum prima est natiuitas illa, in qua totum genus humanum simul 
de nihilo natum, de qua scriptum est: ―Et fecit deus hominem ad imaginem et similitudinem 
suam‖. Secunda, quae hominis delictum subsecuta ex utroque sexu, ad similitudinem 
caeterorum animalium, de qua eadem scriptura dicit: ―Masculum et feminam fecit eos‖; 
per quam totum genus humanum in infinitum multiplicatur terrena successione. Tertia, quae 
est secundum spiritum, de qua nunc dominus ait: Nisi quis natus fuerit denuo; in qua 
natiuitate incipit humana natura ad suam pristinam sedem, de qua corruit, redire. Quarta 
erit in resurrectione omnium, quando nascetur simul tota nostra natura, [0315D] morte 
interempta, in uitam aeternam. Prima itaque naturalis, secunda propter peccatum, tertia 
per gratiam redemptoris, quarta secundum naturam simul et gratiam: inest enim naturaliter 
humanae naturae uirtus resurrectionis, siquidem contraria omnino sibi est mors aeterna. 
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The Gregorian fragment is to be found in the second paragraph of Oratio 40: 
there are three births,
60
 the first bodily—nocturnal, enslaving and with suffering— 
the other baptismal—diurnal, bearing freedom without suffering, leading to life 
from above—and the third gathers the creation before its Maker in resurrection.61 
Eriugena drew his quoting of Gregory from Maximus as expected, namely from 
his Ambigua 42, where these three births are depicted but are described as four, 
with a division in the first one  of the three.
62
 Yet this division of sexes as a result 
of the fall of man is merely mentioned by Maximus—and it seems to come here 
from Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335-after 394)
63—while particularly outlined by 
Eriugena as it forms an important feature of his anthropology: the primal human, 
coherent with the primordial causes, lacked the difference of sexes.
64
 
 
 
III. Conclusions 
 
There are three characteristics worth mentioning in concluding this analysis of 
Eriugena‘s use of Greek sources in his Commentary on the Fourth Gospel. 
i. Eriugena might be inconsequential with his own theoretical simple 
background or terminology when he decides to follow an authority on a specific—
and again, rather simple—matter. 
ii. When he is using a Greek statement in respect to a topic of particular 
importance to his philosophical system, it is only reasonable to expect that 
Eriugena would both tailor and bend it to fit into his system. And finally, 
iii. Eriugenian allegorical exegesis is largely a succession of interpretations and 
citations from several authorities. These successive interpretations may well be 
inconsistent with one another. Whenever this situation occurs, the accent is being 
moved from the consistency on the evocative quality of multiple and different 
perspectives. 
 
                                                 
60 Gregoire de Nazianze, Discours 38-41, Sources chrétiennes, 358 (Paris: Cerf, 1990), 199: 
Τρισσὴν γέννησιν ἡμῖν οἶδεν ὁ λόγος· τὴν ἐκ σωμάτων, τὴν ἐκ βαπτίσματος, τὴν ἐξ 
ἀναστάσεως. 
61 Ibid., 200. 
62 Patrologia Graeca 91:1316-17. 
63 Édouard Jeauneau, ―La Division des sexes chez Grégoire de Nysse et chez Jean Scot 
Érigène,‖ in Eriugena. Studien zu seinen Quellen. Vorträge des III. Internationalen 
Eriugena-Colloquiums. Freiburg im Breisgau, 27-30 August 1979, ed. Werner Beierwaltes 
(Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1980), 51. 
64 Johannes Scottus Eriugena, Periphyseon, Liber Secundus,  ed. Édouard Jeauneau, Corpus 
Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis 162 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1997), 155-213. 
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